polycentricity and policy in each case, are assessed in the eight preceding articles of this Built Environment Special Issue.
Polynet has highlighted the realities and the limits of the polycentric MCR phenomenon in this highly developed urban European economic area. It is clear that the MCR hypothesis (see Editors Foreword, p.XX) does not refer to a static state of urbanisation but instead describes a multi-scalar urban process that is currently unfolding at two spatial levels.
First, at an international/European level, the Polynet empirical studies report increasing functional linkages between the core cities of each MCR. This results from the singular core city concentration of global skills and functions in all cases and the requirement for intensive communication between them. The critical importance of face-to-face contact in knowledge-intensive APS business, leads both to dense clustering of high-skilled transnational labour and firms in just one, highly specialised MCR core and to increasing travel between them.
Developments in information and communication technology (ICT) have not
reduced the importance of physical interaction in an economy which relies on relationships, trust and cooperation. APS activity is shown to produce significant knowledge-based flows and functional linkages between the MCR's, through their global cores, that are indicative of a transnational polycentricity.
Second, at a metropolitan/regional level, interdependencies between the highly globally connected MCR cores and their surrounding areas are evident and
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increasing -though to differing degrees. A regional division of labour in APS is inducing functional linkages within the MCRs and to increasing criss-cross commuting and business travel. These processes are leading to a new form of functional polycentricity that is not evident from urban morphology. APS business networks that extend beyond the MCR core are also indicative of inter-urban links in the regional knowledge economy. Business interaction between offices outside the core cities was found to be most developed in South East England, whereas this was less evident in the Paris metropolitan region and particularly weak in Greater Dublin and the Randstad. The geographical area encompassed by intense functional linkages was also found to vary from case to case but everywhere it proved impossible to identify precise MCR boundaries. The dynamic nature of MCR emergence prevents their fixed delimitation, yet they should be recognised as a key concern for policy.
The reconfigurations of urban processes identified in Polynet, have policy implications that public actors at all levels should consider. The globalisation of APS activity is therefore leading to functional polycentricity, primarily at a transnational scale, but also increasingly, at an emergent MCR scale of interaction. The three introductory questions posed at the outset of this Special
Issue (see Editors Foreword, p. XX) were intended to provide a framework for the asessment of policy responses to these developments across the MCR studies. Based on the eight regional articles and drawing on the extensive
Polynet research results
ii , in this concluding, but -we hope -debate-prompting article, we attempt to answer these three questions.
MCR formation in question
What is policy-makers awareness regarding the increasing and yet very different realities of MCR formation in North West Europe?
There is much evidence from the Polynet analyses that, to some extent, The ESDP breathes the paradigm of balanced territorial development to be promoted through polycentricity, largely based on a strictly morphological view of spatial development. There is a recognition that: "To strengthen a balanced settlement structure, ways and procedures must be found to enable cities and regions to complement each other and co-operate" (EC 1999: 25) , however the urban functional complementarities within and between MCRs, in which concentration has a crucial role, are not recognised. Whereas, one might have expected to find some differences in the level of awareness of MCR processes and the willingness to adopt a MCR policy strategy according to the organisational structure of a nation state -Unitarian vs.
federalist, the eight articles do not suggest a differentiation of any kind on this basis. The history or path-dependent development of individual MCR cases seems to display a certain common level of unawareness about the magnitude of functional polycentricity, independent of Unitarian or federalist structures that is replicated in EU policy.
What strategies are needed to confront pressing MCR priorities for sustainable economic and spatial development?
A series of related issues -reflecting numerous contemporary scientific and political debates to which this paper is only a contribution -underlie this overarching question, and are further developed in the rest of the paper. Some But, as will be seen, the Polynet findings suggest the objectives proposed in these and subsequent policy documents -economic growth, competitiveness, cohesion and sustainable development -are not necessarily mutually reinforcing.
In Although it is clear that more in-depth studies are necessary, as will be shown in the rest of this paper, Polynet casts considerable light on these questions at EU and metropolitan levels by confronting what seems to be an EU policy paradigm between the polycentricity concept and the reality of contemporary MCR spatial formation processes.
Polycentricity: the fuzzy paradigm
According to existing European spatial documents -the ESDP and NWE Spatial Vision -polycentric spatial planning has all the virtues to meet the requirements of sustainable development. Applied both at European and regional levels, polycentricity is believed, without further demonstration, to enable economic competitiveness while reducing social inequities and relieving pressures
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on the environment. Overall it is described as the best compromise to promote territorial cohesion.
However, before any assessment in the official documents of the theoretical and practical efficiency of the concept, one is struck by the lack of a clear definition. The Polynet study has tried to tackle this deficit by showing that polycentrism refers at least to two distinct dimensions. Morphological polycentricity which depicts the multi-polar distribution of cities and towns and functional polycentricity which, in contrast, describes information flows and the functional spatial division of business activity resulting from the business models of multiple respective network organisations. Polycentricity: an inadequate spatial planning tool?
But in the European
The concept of polycentricity is not only fuzzy, it also proves very difficult to implement. The role of specific historical contexts apart, this is due to its tendency to be scale-dependent. Polycentric policies at a given scale may have very different effects on other spatial levels. The Paris case highlights how two polycentric policies at national and regional levels fuelled a bold political competition that prevented the emergence of an MCR at an intermediate scale.
Such competition is likely to prove counter-productive to the knowledge economy in which information and skills are transferred between offices, organisations and between cities. APS firms are not working at one single spatial level. On the contrary they 'network' across different scales exchanging information between global MCRs and within them. In the same day, a high- Polycentricity: how compatible with the Lisbon/Gothenburg agenda?
Polycentricity may yield unexpected results and even contradict original SDS objectives. It is time as the paper draws to its end to go back to the four initial questions for policy posed on pxx and attempt to see how polycentricity can possibly contribute to economic competitiveness, social equity, environmental preservation and territorial cohesion at MCR and European levels?
Within MCRs, polycentricity does not systematically produce a more efficient economic system -in so far as firms' organisational and locational strategies are a valid approximation of this. On the contrary, the Polynet study shows that the core city always plays the leading global gateway role for the entire region, thus limiting a perspective of a more balanced development. In other words, a geographically homogenous distribution of cities at the regional level may harm the competitiveness of the core city and by extension MCR economic development. Importantly, polycentricity is not shown to be the key to less uneven development. In all MCRs, some forms of socio-spatial imbalance remain whether this takes the form of a centre-periphery divide as in central Belgium or of an east-west opposition as in South East England. In addition, the ability of polycentric planning to preserve the regional environment may be more restricted than expected in official EU planning documents. Cross-cutting relations between the constituent cities of functionally polycentric MCRs by-pass radial hub-and-spoke public transport infrastructure and encourage the use of cars to allow regional development of the knowledge economy.
halshs-00277967, version 1 -7 May 2008
At a European scale, the dilemmas of polycentricity are strong at a The vague and ill-defined concept of polycentricity, as a morphological state, in current documents is hard for policy-makers to apply and, even if it were possible, this form of polycentricity at a regional scale has no association with increased economic competitiveness, environmental sustainability or territorial equity. Functional polycentricity between MCR cores at a transnational scale seems to be the most important objective. Active institutional networks are vital to manage a space of flows that bears little relation to geographical and administrative place-based boundaries.
Conclusion
At the same time, an improved understanding of the interrelationship between MCR processes and the geography of economic, environmental and social equity is essential.
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Towards a research agenda
At the end of the Polynet study, the need for further research to inform policy action in three specific areas was identified in a transnational research agenda. 
